Under Way At Last

A Different Playing Field in 2012: Republican Rules Changes
• 2012 presidential nominating season is scheduled to begin a month later than 2008, starting in February rather than January.
• Only Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada and South Carolina are allowed to hold their contests in February 2012.
• States other than Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada and South Carolina can hold their primary or caucus no earlier than the first Tuesday in March 2012. Other states that schedule their events on an earlier date are subject to the loss of 50% of their delegates and other penalties.
• Awarding of delegates on a strictly winner-take-all basis will be permitted only in events held April 1, 2012, or later. Events held before April 1 must include proportional representation. In 2008, any variation of winner-take-all was allowed at any point in the process.
Source: "The Rules of the Republican Party" (as adopted by the 2008 Republican National Convention September 1, 2008, and amended by the Republican National Committee on August 6, 2010).
T he campaign for the 2012 Republican presidential nomination is at long last under way in earnest. The candidate debates have begun, fund raising has intensified, and "pseudo" candidates (read Donald Trump) have retreated to the sidelines.
Mitt Romney and Ron Paul are back for a second try at their party's nomination. But in some other aspects, the 2012 contest will be quite different than the last one.
In 2008, the Republican nominating campaign began early and ended early, with John McCain driving his major rivals from the field by the ides of March. The 2012 contest, though, has started late and is apt to end late, probably weeks or even months beyond the date the 2008 race was concluded.
There are two major reasons that this might occur. First, the Republican contest is unusually fluid this time. Over the last half century or so, the GOP has almost always had an heir apparent, who has emerged early in the process as a clear front-runner for the party's nomination. There have been nominees with experience as vice president (such as Richard Nixon and George Bush), a bigstate governor (such as Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush), and a Senate leader (such as Bob Dole).
But this time there is no such "nominee in waiting." The contest appears so open that several prospective candidates from former Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin and Texas Gov. Rick Perry to Rep. Thaddeus McCotter of Michigan are still looking at entering the race.
Second, this Republican nominating campaign may run much later next year because party rules have been rewritten since 2008 to slow the "rush to judgment" that has been present in virtually every Republican nominating campaign since the epic showdown between Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan in 1976. Their battle was not decided until the convention that summer in Kansas City.
Next year, the primary season is not scheduled to begin until February, a month later than it did in 2008. "Super Tuesday" in 2012 will be on the first Tuesday in March rather than the first Tuesday in February as four years ago. And in an effort to get states to move their primary or caucus date back into the spring and loosen the log jam of events early in the year, Republican rules-makers have banned the early winner-take-all contests that enabled McCain in 2008 to build a prohibitive lead in the delegate count by the end of Super Tuesday.
Early-voting primary and caucus states in 2012 must include proportional representation in allocating their delegates. Statewide winner-take-all will not be allowed before April 1, almost certainly assuring that the early front-runner in the primary balloting will be unable to score a quick knockout.
The 2012 Republican presidential field is probably drawing close now to its final form. But it would be no surprise if at least one or two more candidates enter the race before the list of entries is finally set. The Republicans in the "Maybe" and "Out" categories noted below are among those most prominently mentioned. In the meantime, the present field of candidates is jockeying for position. It is a group loaded with former governors and past and present House members. In the months ahead, the other candidates will audition for the role as the "non-Romney." They will be judged by their performance in the presidential debates, their success at fund raising, their ability to win endorsements from key Republican leaders and interest groups, and their standing in public opinion polls. The latter measuring the candidates against both their Republican rivals as well as President Obama.
IN THE RACE
It is uncertain at this point how significant straw votes will be in shaping the GOP race. In recent election cycles, the massive preelection straw poll in Iowa Source: Gallup Poll.
As the Republican presidential field has assumed some clarity in recent weeks, Mitt Romney has emerged as the clear front-runner for his party's presidential nomination in 2012. Yet no candidate or potential candidate thus far has drawn even 25% support in Gallup polls of Republicans and Republican-leaning independents. And many GOP voters (not to mention the media) would welcome another entry or two. While it can be a bit misleading to read a candidate's poll standing as an exact number, the leader (or leaders) in each survey is indicated in bold type. Candidates are included in the line graph who received at least 10% support in one of the surveys listed below.
GOP Presidential Race: Romney Alone on Top
Sept. 25-26, 2010 Nov. 13-14, 2010 Feb. 18-20, 2011 Mar. 18-22, 2011 April 15 But Romney has already indicated that he does not plan to compete in the Iowa straw vote this summer. At first glance, his absence would seem to remove much of the luster from the event, unless a prominent late entry such as Palin or Perry decided to target the straw vote in an effort to make a quick splash. Then, political journalists of all stripes would be there.
Ultimately, Republicans must decide in the months ahead whether to emphasize electability or ideology in choosing their presidential nominee. The GOP actually offered a combination of both in 1980, 
McCain Romney Huckabee
In recent months, the Republican odds of defeating Obama next year have fluctuated. They appeared low this spring after the death of Osama bin Laden; but higher of late, as the focus returns to the balky economy and unresolved wars in the Middle East from Libya to Afghanistan.
Iowa, with its lead-off caucuses, and New Hampshire, with its first-in-the-nation primary, have long been mainstays of the modern presidential nominating process. But in terms of providing a reliable harbinger of the Republican Party's eventual nominee, South Carolina has trumped them both. Since the primary's inception in 1980 as the "gateway to the South," it has voted for the eventual GOP standard-bearer every time the primary has been held -a far better record of accuracy than either Iowa or New Hampshire. As the South Carolina primary has grown in importance over the years and the state party itself has expanded, voter turnout in the presidential primary has ballooned. Listed below are the years since 1980 in which Republicans in Iowa, New Hampshire and South Carolina all held a primary or caucus. The GOP nominee in each election is listed in bold type and capital letters.
Election
Republican T here is good news and bad news for President Obama in the latest economic reports. The bad news is all too obvious. Gas prices are sky high. Houses are not selling in many places. Job creation is slowing. And the unemployment rate is inching back up -to 9.1% for May.
It's Not 'Morning in America'
The good news is that the economy, at least in terms of the unemployment rate, is still better than it was in May 1983, 18 months before Ronald Reagan scored his landslide reelection victory.
The state of the economy in the early 1980s is not a bad operating model for the present. In the spring of 1983, the unemployment rate was still above 10%, but had come down nearly a full percentage point from November 1982. And by November 1984, it would decline further to 7.2%.
The latter was still the highest electiontime unemployment rate since World War II for any incumbent president who has gone on to win reelection. But it was the two-year, pre-election trend line that was politically important -downward in terms of the unemployment rate, upwards in terms of other economic measurements. This enabled Reagan to effectively campaign in 1984 on the theme: "It's morning in America."
It is a mantra that Obama cannot reprise -at least, not yet. The economic recovery during Reagan's first term also had its ups and downs. In three separate months between the November 1982 midterm election and the November 1984 presidential election, there was an uptick in the unemployment rate just as there was from April to May this year.
The first jump came in the summer of 1983, when the rate rose from 9.4% to 9.5%. The other two hikes, to Reagan's benefit, came in the latter half of 1984, when the sense of recovery had already taken hold.
At no time, though, in the two years leading up to his reelection did Reagan have to weather back-to-back months of increasing unemployment rates that might have changed the tenor of the 1984 campaign. At this point, that would be the real danger for Obama, the development of a negative economic trend line that would harden the sense of a failed recovery.
New York Win Lifts Democrats' Spirits
B
etween general elections every two years, there are comparatively few electoral contests that can give a sense of the national mood. To be sure, there are off-year gubernatorial contests, a host of mayoral elections, and local and state legislative races of all stripes. But at the national level, the lone electoral pulse-taking is the occasional special congressional election to fill a vacancy in the House of Representatives, or on rare occasion, the Senate.
That makes the special election held in the New York 26th District on May 24 especially noteworthy. Not only was it the first race that actually filled an open seat in the 112th Congress, but the result produced a change in party hands, with the historically Republican seat in upstate New York switching to the Democrats. But Democrat Kathy Hochul, the Erie County clerk, not only won last month's special election. But she did so with an issue, Medicare, that Democrats are hopeful they can take national in 2012. Specifically, she took aim at the House Republican budget plan that would gradually replace the popular government-run Medicare program with a voucher system. An election-eve poll showed Medicare to be the top issue in the race, named by about 20% of voters.
Republicans, though, have argued that the outcome of the special election was of no national consequence. They blamed the result on the presence of a third candidate, wealthy businessman Jack Davis, who ran on the "Tea Party" line. Republicans complained that Davis' "tea party" candidacy was a ruse, since he had been the Democratic congressional nominee in 2004 and 2006. Ultimately, Davis took 10,000 votes in an election that Hochul won by less than 6,000 over Republican state Assemblywoman Jane Corwin. Hochul's share of the vote (47%) was almost identical to the 46% share that Barack Obama garnered in losing the district in the 2008 presidential election.
Many Republicans were critical of Corwin for not offering a full-throated defense of the House budget plan. Instead, she deplored what she saw as Democratic "Mediscare" tactics. GOP officials contend that by next fall Republican candidates will be much better versed on how to fend off Democratic attacks on the issue.
The race was closely fought by both parties. Former President Bill Clinton taped a phone message on behalf of Hochul emphasizing the Medicare issue, while House Speaker John Boehner came to the district on behalf of Corwin. Total spending on the special election is estimated to have surpassed $6 million.
Yet regardless of the long-term saliency of the Medicare issue, the contest in the New York 26th provided Democrats with the means to go on the offensive for the first time since 2008. And that has provided a big lift for Democratic spirits nationally. Note: In the May 17 primary election in the California 36th District, candidates of all parties ran together on a single ballot. Altogether, a total of 63,584 votes were cast. California law calls for the two leading vote-getters, regardless of party, to advance to the runoff. In this case it was a Democrat and a Republican.
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Turnout is based on official returns from state election authorities in California, Kentucky and West Virginia.
Other Springtime Electoral Action: Gubernatorial, House Primaries T he next special congressional election will take place July 12, when voters in the California 36th District fill the seat vacated by veteran Democratic Rep. Jane Harman.
The contest pits Democrat Janice Hahn against Republican Craig Huey, the front-runners in the May 17 allparty balloting which sent the top two candidates into the runoff. The pairing is something of a surprise. Hahn, a Los Angeles city councilwoman and brother of a former mayor, was expected to make the runoff and finished first with 25% of the vote. But Huey, a conservative advertising executive who poured a half million dollars into the May vote, edged California Secretary of State Debra Bowen, 22% to 21%, for the other runoff spot. With her political pedigree and the Democratic orientation of the Los Angeles-area district -Barack Obama carried it by 30 percentage points in the 2008 presidential election -Hahn is a clear favorite to keep the seat in Democratic hands.
Meanwhile, two gubernatorial primaries this spring determined the major party candidates for the fall general election in each state. In both Kentucky and West Virginia, Democrats nominated incumbents, Steve Beshear (who ran unopposed in primary balloting in Kentucky) and Earl Ray Tomblin (who drew considerable primary opposition in West Virginia).
In Kentucky, Republicans selected state Senate President David Williams to oppose Beshear. Williams defeated two under-funded rivals, including businessman Phil Moffett. The latter had "Tea Party" support that helped him carry much of central and northern Kentucky as well as GOP Sen. Rand Paul's home base of Warren County (Bowling Green) in the western portion of the state. Williams drew 48% of the Republican primary vote, with Moffett garnering 38%.
In West Virginia, both parties had competitive gubernatorial primaries. Tomblin, the state's acting governor, won the Democratic nomination with 40% of the vote, followed by a veritable "Who's Who" of West Virginia Democrats. Running in Tomblin's wake were state House Speaker Rick Thompson with 24% of the ballots, Secretary of State Natalie Tennant with 17%, state Treasurer John Perdue with 13%, and acting State Senate President Jeff Kessler with 5%.
The Republican primary winner in West Virginia was Jim Maloney, a drilling consultant and energy company owner who helped devise the plan that freed a host of Chilean miners who were trapped underground for several months last year. Maloney easily outpaced former West Virginia Secretary of State Betty Ireland in the Republican primary, 45% to 31%. This year's West Virginia gubernatorial contest is a special election, necessitated by the Senate victory of former Gov. Joe Manchin (D) last November. The victor this October will serve until the winner of the next regularly scheduled election in 2012 is inaugurated. Two other governorships will be decided this year in Louisiana and Mississippi.
